Resources for Small Water Systems in Texas by Dozier, Monty et al.
L - 5 4 8 4
0 3 - 0 7
“Th e TWDB Rural 
Water Assistance
Fund (RWAF) helps 
small, rural water 
utilities obtain 
low-cost ﬁ nancing 
for water-related 
projects.”
Resources  for  Smal l  Water  System s
in  Texas
T
Gene Theodori, Associate Professor and Extension Specialist; 
Monty Dozier, Assistant Professor and Extension Specialist; and 
Ric Jensen, Assistant Research Scientist, Texas Water Resources Institute; 
The Texas A&M University System
There are many resources to help managers of small water systems 
in Texas. Materials described here cover sources of fi nancial assistance, 
tools for capacity building, training programs and educational resources.
Financial  Resources
  The Texas Water Development Board (TWDB) provides fi nancing for 
water supply and wastewater treatment projects through state bonds 
and federal grants. TWDB administers the Economically Distressed 
Areas Program (EDAP), which provides fi nancial assistance to eligible 
counties and communities. Some counties are eligible because they are 
adjacent to the Texas-Mexico border, others because they have high 
unemployment rates and lower than average per capita incomes. The 
TWDB Rural Water Assistance Fund (RWAF) helps small, rural water 
utilities obtain low-cost fi nancing for water-related projects. RWAF loans 
can be used to build infrastructure, purchase water well fi elds, and 
purchase or lease water rights.
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Recently, TWDB developed the Small 
Community Hardship Program (SCHP), 
which offers limited fi nancial help to small, 
rural, disadvantaged communities (with 
populations of fewer than 5,000 people) for 
water infrastructure development and replace-
ment. Other TWDB programs include the 
Clean Water State Revolving Fund and the 
Drinking Water State Revolving Fund, which 
set aside portions of their annual funding to 
help communities whose median income is at 
least 75 percent below the statewide average. 
These programs offer 0 to 1 percent interest 
rate loans, with loan forgiveness of up to 35 
percent.
The U.S. Department of Agriculture Rural 
Utilities Service has a Water and Wastewater 
Disposal Program that gives loans and grants 
to water systems in rural areas and to towns 
with fewer than 10,000 people. Emergency 
Community Water Assistance grants can assist 
towns with fewer than 5,000 people where 
there is a signifi cant decline in the quality or 
quantity of drinking water. 
The North American Development Bank 
(NADB) makes loans for water and wastewa-
ter infrastructure projects that have been certi-
fi ed by the Border Environmental Cooperation 
Commission (BECC). NADB and BECC can 
help small communities with feasibility stud-
ies for developing and managing water and 
wastewater utilities.
The Texas Offi ce of Rural and Community 
Affairs (ORCA) offers grants for local wa-
ter projects through the state’s Community 
Development Block Grant (CDBG) program. 
The Texas CDBG program is a fl exible, com-
munity-based, federal grant program that 
provides resources to 1,017 cities with popula-
tions of fewer than 50,000, as well as to small, 
rural communities in counties with non-met-
ropolitan populations of fewer than 200,000. 
Block grants can be up to $500,000, depending 
on the type of project and the specifi c program 
for which an application is received. Applica-
tions for competitive funding programs are 
reviewed and scored using program-specifi c 
criteria and processes. Eligible projects may in-
clude colonia infrastructure, community plan-
ning for public infrastructure, and water and 
wastewater facilities. Mayors, judges, com-
missioners and local offi cials may apply for 
funding through the CDBG program on behalf 
of small water systems, but the water systems 
themselves are not eligible to apply. The Texas 
CDBG program is funded by the U.S. Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Development’s 
CDBG program.
Community Resources Group, Inc. (CRG) 
provides loans of up to $250,000 for terms up 
to 10 years for small water and wastewater 
projects. CRG administers the Community 
Loan Fund, which makes low-interest loans 
for qualifi ed projects that help small systems 
comply with federal and state regulations, 
serve additional customers, and reduce their 
operating cost. Nonprofi t corporations, in-
cluding local governments and small water 
systems, can borrow from this fund if they 
serve signifi cant numbers of low-income cus-
tomers, are located in rural areas with fewer 
than 10,000 residents, and can repay the loans 
with system revenues. In addition, CRG fi eld 
personnel can meet with small water systems 
applying for these loans to help them deter-
mine whether this program meets their needs 
and to help process the paperwork.
Capacity Building
 Texas Cooperative Extension works with 
rural communities to develop strategic plans 
and to screen groundwater for water quality 
problems. Extension specialists in Recreation, 
Park and Tourism Sciences have developed 
“grassroots” programs for building consen-
sus-based solutions to challenges facing small 
water systems. Extension specialists in Soil 
and Crop Sciences have several programs to 
help rural communities protect water qual-
ity, including demonstration projects that test 
the quality of water from groundwater wells. 
County Extension agents can arrange for these 
specialists to work directly with individual 
water systems and communities.
The Texas Commission on Environmental 
Quality (TCEQ) has many types of programs 
to help small water systems improve their ca-
pacity to function well. TCEQ hosts drinking 
water conferences, provides on-site assistance, 
and develops and tests methodologies to help 
small water systems comply with the Safe 
Drinking Water Act. Several of these capac-
ity-building efforts are highlighted in a 2005 
TCEQ publication, “Report to the Governor: 
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Public Water System Capacity Development 
Program.” A recent TCEQ report, “The Water 
District Financial Management Guide,” con-
tains detailed information about budgeting, 
bookkeeping and auditing procedures for 
water districts of all sizes. 
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) has a Capacity Development Program 
designed to improve the technical, fi nan-
cial and managerial capacity of small water 
systems so they can provide drinking water 
consistently, reliably and cost-effectively. EPA 
resources can be found at http:/ /www.epa.gov/
safewater/smallsys.html.
The Texas Small Towns Environmental 
Program (“Texas STEP”), administered by the 
Texas Offi ce of Rural and Community Affairs 
(ORCA), enables communities to participate 
in the development, construction and mainte-
nance of water and wastewater systems and 
other public works. The program uses com-
munity volunteers who contribute “sweat eq-
uity,” thus greatly reducing costs. Texas STEP 
depends on the capacity and readiness of com-
munity residents to solve problems through 
“self-help” efforts. Texas STEP is administered 
through the Texas CDBG Program, which is 
funded by the U.S. Department of Housing 
and CDBG Program. ORCA fi eld offi ces in 
East Texas (Nacogdoches), South Texas (Alice) 
and the High Plains (Levelland) provide on-
site training and technical assistance. ORCA 
staff at these fi eld offi ces can help communi-
ties develop loan and grant applications for 
water and wastewater systems.
The Texas Engineering Extension Service 
(TEEX) Frank M. Tejeda Center for Excellence 
in Environmental Operations serves border 
communities in Texas, New Mexico, Arizona 
and California, as well as communities in six 
Mexican states. The Center provides on-site 
assistance to help water systems develop ap-
plications for funding. It also provides train-
ing in the operations of water and wastewater 
plants.
The Community Resources Group, Inc. 
offers technical assistance, training and educa-
tional workshops about water and wastewater 
issues. After Hurricane Rita hit the Texas coast 
in 2005, CRG worked with USDA to contact 
small water systems that had taken out federal 
loans. CRG personnel helped other systems 
fi le the proper forms to obtain relief from the 
Federal Emergency Management Agency 
(FEMA).
Training Programs
The Texas Commission on Environmental 
Quality (TCEQ) gives on-site assistance to 
small water and wastewater utilities to im-
prove the viability of these systems. TCEQ 
contractors provide hands-on training and 
assistance, at no charge, to help systems solve 
fi nancial, managerial, technical and operation-
al issues. Services offered by TCEQ include
• fi nancial assistance (rate studies, book-
keeping, budgeting, etc.),
• managerial assistance (staff and board 
training, development of capital im-
provement plans, etc.),
• technical assistance (water treatment 
requirements, evaluating water quality 
concerns, etc.), and
• help in meeting the requirements of the 
Safe Drinking Water Act.
TCEQ also supports the Texas Small Public 
Water System Training Program, which offers 
free or low-cost training for managers and op-
erators of small water systems and is adminis-
tered by TCEQ contractors. 
The Texas Rural Water Association 
(TRWA) offers technical assistance and capac-
ity-building programs that address a range 
of issues, including fi nances, the daily man-
agement and administration of small water 
systems, water treatment, and meeting regula-
tory requirements. TRWA conducts classes and 
workshops in the fi eld each year. TRWA also 
works with the EPA to provide training and 
on-site assistance for small systems, and man-
ages the Rural Development Colonias Assis-
tance Program to train water system managers 
near the Texas-Mexico border. TRWA offers 
online certifi cation classes to help water and 
wastewater operators earn continuing educa-
tion credits. Employees of small water systems 
can sign up for online classes through the 
TRWA Web site.
The Texas Water Utilities Association 
(TWUA) provides training for administrators, 
managers, plant operators and maintenance 
personnel who work for water and wastewa-
ter systems. 
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Texas Engineering Extension Service 
(TEEX) instructors travel throughout Texas to 
conduct training programs and workshops on 
water and wastewater treatment, water distri-
bution, conducting water audits, and related 
topics.
Courses offered through TWUA, TRWA 
and TEEX meet certifi cation and continuing 
education requirements of the TCEQ.
Educational Resources
Texas Cooperative Extension has many 
educational publications to assist small water 
systems, including a series on wellhead pro-
tection, watershed management, water quality 
testing and related topics.
The EPA has publications to help small 
water systems build their managerial, fi nancial 
and technical capacity. These resources cover 
issues such as strategic planning, asset man-
agement, rate setting and treatment technolo-
gies.
TCEQ has publications describing how 
water systems can obtain loans and grants, as 
well as resources for individual customers.
An ORCA handbook, “Managing the 
Water Well,” guides rural water managers in 
areas such as fi nances, operations and cop-
ing with regulations. ORCA also published a 
bibliography, “The Water Resources Guide for 
Texas,” which describes federal, state and local 
programs that can assist small communities.
The Community Resources Group, Inc. 
has a series of fact sheets on topics such as 
preparing and using a budget, protecting the 
fi nancial health of your small water system, 
setting water rates, and developing support 
for rate changes. CRG also publishes an online 
newsletter, “The Safe Drinking Water Trust 
e-Bulletin,” which contains practical informa-
tion about fi nancial, managerial and technical 
issues. You can sign up for the newsletter at 
http:/ /bulletin.crg.org.
TEEX has manuals and handbooks that are 
used in its courses on water and wastewater 
treatment, many of which can be purchased 
from the agency. 
TRWA publishes several educational re-
sources for its members, including the TRWA 
magazine, the “Legal Handbook for Water 
Managers and Decision Makers,” the “Sample 
Tariff Guide,” and the “Financial Accounting 
Guide for Small Water Utilities.” These publi-
cations can be purchased from TWRA.
The “Planning Handbook for Rural Com-
munities,” published by the Lower Colorado 
River Authority, describes how comprehensive 
planning can guide the development of water 
infrastructure and protect water quality.
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http:/ /www.crg.org
Frank M. Tejeda Center for Excellence in Envi-
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Texas Rural Water Association:
http:/ /www.trwa.org
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http:/ /www.twua.org
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